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The Great Post-Recession Flip: The 
reversal in the pattern of  counties gaining 
and losing jobs before and after the Great 

recession of  2007 is striking. Many counties 
colored red in the 2001-07 map below (fig. 1) 
are green in the 2007-11 map (fig. 2), and vice 
versa. The Great Plains, for many years in decline, 
experienced widespread job growth during 2007-
2011. Growth in the nation’s heartland likely 
reflects higher commodity prices and the energy 
boom. its sparse population may have insulated 
this region from the housing bust. forest-
dependent counties bordering Canada may have 
been affected by low stumpage rates across the 
border, while rural manufacturing counties in the 
mid- to eastern side of  the country were still in 
decline after the Great recession due to the twin 
forces of  recession and global competition.  

Total employment in non-metro areas has yet to 
recover to pre-Great recession levels. in 2011 
there were 850,000 (or nearly 3%) fewer total 
jobs than in 2007, out of  a total of  25.4 million. 
furthermore, a dramatic shift occurred in the 

mix of  wage-and-salary jobs and the number of  
self-employed workers. While wage-and-salary 
employment was down by 907,000 jobs between 
2007 and 2011, self-employment rose by 72,000 
jobs.   

Over the longer period 2001-2011, nonfarm self-
employment has become more important in the 
rural economy, rising from 18% to over 22% of  
all full- and part-time jobs. Another way of  looking 
at this is that while wage-and-salary employment 
in 2011 is still below employment in 2001 by 
nearly 2% (a loss of  350,000 positions), self-
employment over this ten-year period shot up by 
over one-quarter (26% or 1.2 million). 
Similarly, metro areas saw an increase in total 
employment of  nearly 10 million jobs from 

2001-2011, and nearly all of  that (9 million) was 
explained by increases in self-employment.

Total farm employment (proprietors and hired 
labor) in non-metro areas dropped by 200,000 
jobs or 13% between 2001 and 2007, but was 
virtually unchanged between 2007 and 2011, at 
about 1.4 million jobs. farm jobs in non-metro 
areas represented 5.6% of  all full- and part-time 
non-metro employment in 2011, down from 6.6% 
a decade earlier. Metro areas also saw a decline 
of  over 200,000 farm jobs, to 1.2 million in 
2011, down from 1.4 million in 2001. As a result, 
metro farm employment fell from about 1% of  all 
metro employment to just 0.8% over the decade.  
Also, in 2011 total metro farm employment 
was only about 200,000 below non-metro farm 
employment (1.4 vs. 1.2 million).

Among all private nonfarm jobs, the largest 
relative growth in non-metro areas between 2007 
and 2011 occurred in mining, which boomed by 
over 45%. even so, mining made up only 2.8% 
of  all private employment in 2011. Management 

WHERE THE JOBS WENT AFTER 2007

A striking reversal in patterns of  job growth and decline between the two time periods: 2001-2007 and 2007-2011.

Self-employment 
has become more 
important in the 
rural economy.

figure 1: Changes in Non-Metro full- and Part-Time employment, 2001-2007.
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figure 2: Changes in Non-Metro full- and Part-Time employment, 2007-2011.
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of  companies and enterprises saw growth of  
25% between 2007 and 2011, but the industry 
represents less than 1% of  total private non-
metro employment. The finance and insurance 
sector saw growth of  12%; this industry makes up 
nearly one in every 20 (4.5%) non-metro jobs.

in non-metro areas, construction suffered the 
proportionately greatest job losses (20%) 
between 2007 and 2011, while manufacturing lost 
16% of  all jobs. However, because manufacturing 
in 2001 employed more than two workers for 
every worker employed in construction, these 
job losses affected the non-metro economy more 
strongly. furthermore, manufacturing jobs shrank 
from 18% of  all non-metro jobs to less than 
13%, while the share of  construction jobs fell 
slightly from 8% to 7%. The relative job losses in 
these two sectors over the period 2001 to 2011 
reveal a striking difference: while construction 
jobs shrank by nearly 7% or 100,000 jobs, 
manufacturing lost over 900,000 jobs (or 26%).

retail trade and information industries each saw 
job losses of  about 8%. retailing is now the 
largest non-metro private employer, providing 14 
out of  every 100 jobs, ahead of  manufacturing 
and on par with local government employment. 

After retail trade, health care and social assistance 
now provides the second largest number of  non-
metro private jobs, ahead of  manufacturing by just 
2,023 jobs.

for both the shorter period 2007-2011, and the 
longer view from 2001-2011, non-metro jobs 
shifted out of  the construction, manufacturing, 
retailing, and information services sectors. in 
addition to mining, which grew by 85% between 
2001 and 2011, real estate, rental and leasing 
(up 43%); and administrative and waste 
management services; educational services; and 
management of  companies and enterprises saw 
the largest growth (each by over 30%). Waste 
management employs twice as many workers 
as the mining sector in non-metro areas. Other 
growing non-metro sectors include finance and 
insurance; healthcare and social assistance; 
professional, scientific and technical services; and 
arts, entertainment and recreation. in rural areas, 
health care and social assistance now provides 
more jobs than farming; mining; forestry, fishing 
and related services; and arts, entertainment and 
recreation combined.

POlicy imPlicATiONS
The rural economy is complex, with the 
predominant sectors continuing their shift away 
from agriculture and manufacturing to other 
sectors. recently (2007-11) that shift included 
job reallocation out of  construction and the key 
services sectors of  retailing and information. rural 
areas did not experience the Great recession and 
subsequent mild recovery equally across the U.S.

Policies aimed at accelerating the slow recovery 
must take into consideration these differences. 
Low interest rates may not fuel recovery in 
investments in those areas that did not experience 
the run-up in housing prices prior to the bust, 
but could help manufacturing-dependent rural 
counties wishing to capitalize on revived US-based 
manufacturing activity. for areas experiencing high 
growth rates in extractive industries (mining, etc.), 
low interest rates could fuel overinvestment.

TeCHNiCAL NOTeS
Data sources: All data were extracted from BeA/
reiS on or after January 1, 2013. They represent the 
most recent data available at the time this brief  was 
prepared.
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Biggest  non-metro job losses,  2007-2011  
 Change Jobs Lost 
Construction -20% 364,000 
Manufacturing -16% 480,000 
Retail trade -8% 248,000 
Information -8% 21,000 
Other services, except 
public administration 

-5% 84,000 

 

Policies aimed at accelerating 
recovery must take into 

consideration differences in 
regional performance. 

Mining is the fastest 
growing rural sector, 

but still makes up 
only 2.8% of  private 

employment. 

retailing is now the 
largest non-metro 
private employer.


